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[From the New Rcpublic, Dec. 4, 1966])
SCHLESINGER'S KENNEDY
(By John M. Blum)

For Andrew Jackson, so weo learned from
Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., tho sun broke
through the clouds as he sct out for his
fnauguration; for Franklin Roosevelt, the
mist and wind under a sullcn sky were wit-
ness to the Natlon’s applnuse for buoyant
call to action; for John F. Kennedy, Schlcsin-
ger tells us now, “it all begin in the cold,”
ns so soon thereafter it was all so tragically
to end. In "A Thousand Days,” Schiesinger,
as he did before for Jackson and for Roosc-
velt, brings his sure knowledge, his lucid
prose, and his unmatched gift for under-
standing the endless adventure of governing
men to the analysis of the administration of
a great President. The book, Schlesinger s1ys
at the outset, 15 “not a comprehensive history
of the Kennedy Presidency. It 18 a personal
niemoir.” But the Intensity of the author’s

. personal experience with Kennedy does not,

.in hand.”

In spite of the disclalmer, diminish the range,:
the quality, and the authority of the history
recorded. Schlesinger's Is the first account
of the Kennedy years to catch and convey
the spirit and the style of the New Frontler
and Its leader. It will be for many years the
account against which all others must be
measured, and on which all others will in

“ rome degree depend.

Kennedy, as Schlesinger portrays him,
ecrved both as the agent and the symbol for
an {ndispensable reformation of public.
policles as those policies were made and ap-"
plled and understood at home and abroad.
“Let us,” the President said of the Alliance
for Progrese, as by hinplication he often said
of his own totintry, "lat s once Agaln trangs
form thec Americon continent into a vast

crucibie of revolrtionary ideas and efforts—a
tribute to the power of the creative energles
of free men and womcn—an example to all’
the world that llbcity and progress waik hand

reveals believed in those possibilities and
dedicated himself to their fulfillment. Me.
.did so even though his political perceptions;
told him how perilously siow the course of’
progress had to be, and—more important—

. even though his reading of history and his

consequent sence of trony reminded him al-.
ways of the distance that lay belween the
noblest, most vigorous intentions and their:
Invarlably lesscr preducts. That sense of

. irony contribuled to Xennedy's humor, which

he wryly turned apninst himself, without in

" the least reducing i{eancdy's stamina, born

- only to an intcllectunl,

partly of rare couraze, partly of confidence,,
and essential to his iwpcriurbability In crists,.

Irony has meaning only to man thinking,
and Kennedy, s

* Schlesinger demonstrates, was thé most in-

cisive intellectual of the whole brilllant
galaxy of men whom he summcenerd io his
side. More than .any one of them, he com-
manded the entire array of diflcult subjects
to which he adverted. Yet Keunedy, even
in repose, exuded the polsed grace of a man
trained and resolved to act, His command
of his mind-—thorough in iits instruction,’
Jugular in its drive to the essence of a prob-
Iem—whetted his Impatience to be on with
his tasks. The finpulse to action, the swift
cnncentration on the practicable, the mis-
trust of the rhetoric of idealism, the unhesi-’
tating recourse when circumstnncea so indt-
cated to the power of the military or of the
Irish Mafia—all these led some intelleciunls,,
particularly those who dld not know Kcnncrly

, or who disapgrced with him, to misread his

high purpose and to underrate his arresting
«<apabllities, to disown tlelr closest kin to
hold the Presidency since the time of Thomas
JefTerson.

For hia part, Kennedy was hurt and puzzled'
when intelligent but clolstered men in 1960
found him ncither lesa nor more than Rich-:
ard Nixon. As Schlesinger observes, 2 yenu
later .o one could properly any longer con-i
fuse the adversaries; Kennedy In office had,
proved his right to the margin of support the!

electorate uitimately awarded to his suow
cossor.

The Kennedy whom Schlesinger:

“herited it.

‘time.

CONCRPAATONAL E’\T‘FOR
O Tehraorr 'IQ

Schilesinger's Hr'ncltc': serve the New Fron- '
tlersmen well, especlally Averell Havelmnan,

. whose wiso and sclfices engagement merited !
Some o
30 years the senior of most of his collernuces, ’
Harriman nonetheless shared thelr chullient
Adlat Stevenson, ns Schlesinnor par-:
trays him, was less At home in Kenncdy's "
Washington, but tho picture of H'evenson

the unstinted andmiration 1t receives.

youth,

thnt emcrges captures hiis spirlt, even theugh

Schlesinger ruefully admits the continual
uneasiness of Stevenson’'s relatlonship with
have
falled to enlist Stevenson in the coivmon
cause which the older man hud defined and’
was preparing
himself for the responsibilities of power,
Those who, n= Schilesinger describes them,’
perhaps hest represented the essentlal quali-
tles of Kennedy's use of power, his preferred
and his goals for
the United States were the trenchant, syste-’
and the
tough, steady Attorncy General—hungry to
learn, moro and more the most effective and

Kcnnedy, A lesser President might

‘clarified while the younger

processes of government,

matlc, indefaligable McNamara,

reilable liberal in the Cabinet,
Others Inre less well.

. ans will envy,  ‘come now, and Ict us reason
together.’ Isalnh 1:18, L.B.J, passim. * But
Johnson is the object only of respectful fun,
while Denn Rusk s the object of exasperated
disappointment.

he Ainc-dcai ¥ Bl
of a puckl:a !0

itaant (Lhe eubjech
2 L:iat pays specinl re-
.spect to L) rc 1verz) has questioned
. Schleslnger's -:st:, cven his patriotism, for
reporting Kennedi's private statement that
Rush would be pcrmltu‘d to resign. In the
full context of Schicsigner's book, that report

. 18 nelther tastctess nor unpatriotic nor un-

deserved. Schlesinger devotes a major por-

i tion of his total narrative and analysis to
. examining the Inertla of the State Depart-

ment, the Joint Chiefs, and th,
explaining Kennedy's

CI
efforts ()

and to
break

through the depressing influences of those °

agencles. The crisis for the Presldent arose
with the Bay of Plgs, an eplsode that
Schlesinger makes a kind of fuicrum for his
own critique of government as Kennedy in-
The Implications of the story
Schlesinger tells are as disturbing now as
they must have been to the President at the
Btate, and the Joint Chlefs dis-
played an invincible inability to question the
premises from which the original planning of

tho operation had proceeded. In a serles of

small declsions bullt upon those rigid

. premises, a series that became irreversible in

{ts momentum (in preclsely the manner djs-
cussed by D, Braybrooke and C. E. Lirdblom
in "A Strategy of Decision),” they led the
new adminlsiration to the calamity of the
invasion, That affalr, shattering the gny
confidence of the spring of 1961, opcned a
long season of gloom that spread with (he
troubles in Berlin, Laos, antl Africa, But the
travesty of the Bay of Pigs haid reminded
Kennedy that specialists in inislligence and
weaponry nnd protocol were ntlinched to the
particular Intcrests they represented and,

with sinzulne excoptions, were incapable of
comprehcudine or of rrprcsrn(lng the gen-
eral intcre:ts of the l‘rrsklcnq or the United
States, Accordins'y, Toawedy turned in-.
creasinyiy Lo generaiists in whom he had per-
sonal ennfidente, men charged with the dual
duty of proddin~ the burcaucracles to per-
form at a high level of energy and imagina-
tion, and of trarc<cending the advice of bu-
reaucratic expertise. As the White House
took over the strings of policy Kennedy
galned the initlative and scope necessary for
his later achlevements, especially for his su-
perb resolution of the second Cuban crisis ;

and for his delicate diplomacy for the teat

ban. But Rusk, apparcntly by his own choice,

oerdinarlly stood apart from involvement in

Lyndon Johnson, for
one, whose strength Schlesinger gladly recog-
nizes, appcars, ps he -was, at some remove’
from the center of affalrs—restless, egocen-
tric, but an impressively loyal soldler to an
army he had only reluctantly joined. In Los
Angeles In 1960, Schlesinger writes, after
Kenncdy had won the nomination, Johnson
was “far from Is~iah,” and for the heathcn
Schlesinger adds, in a footnote other hlstori-

| unders
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thnce and other major lssura, nnrl Rt only

hesitatingly, H at all, endeavored ta porae hig
Department of 1ts sluggishnes-. parnchiadinm,
and bnpality., Thus Kennedy's stalement
about Rusk's resignation, and thus Schles-
inger's report.

After the Bay of Plgs, Kennedy's largs
difficulties In forelgn policy, as Schlesinger
sees ity derived not from American weakness
or fumbling but from the strength and wiil
of adversaries or off-and-on friends, particu-
larly the Soviet Union nnd France. The ac-
counts of Kennedy's trinls with Khrushchev
and De Gaulle profit alike from Schlesinger’s

care with detnails and his prefatory excursions |

into the backgrounds of Russian and French
policy. Here and eisewhcre in the book—for
example, in sections on Latin America,
Africa, Italy, and Great Britain—the author's
grasp of the past enhances his rendering of
the immedinate, His candor, moreover, ex-
poses certaln fallurcs of the adminlstration
whicih h2 views more generously than wiil
sume of his readers—for one, the lapse in
communication with and consideration for

an ally that intensified British disappoint-

ment over the cancellation of Skybolt; for
another, the preoccupations that kept Ken-
nedy from reversing the flow of decisions
.about Victnam, decisions that originated in
large part with various New Frontlersmcen,
Though no apologlst for Diem, 8chlesinger
+suggests in the lofractable case of Vietnam
"how crippling were the limits of Kennedy's
avallable choices. In that and other cases,
Bchlcesinger tends to applaud the practicable
snd mellorative, and tends to deplore the
radical and millennial. Here he reflects the
_tough but creative mood of the New Fronticr.
"Yet that mood leaves, perhaps, too little
room, not for agreement with, but for srm-
pathy fer those theorlsts who help to jires
serve a millennial vision agalnst which the
impact of the practicable can be measured.
And Schlesinger, without belng necessarily
wrong, 18 nevertheless harsh in his asldes
about H. Stuart Hughes and those of like
mind.

Schlesinger’'s more gentle but still crit-
1ical treatment of the radicals in the clvil
rights movement appreciates thelr success
in advancing thelr cause. At the same time,
the Kennedys and their associates lent con-
siderable thrust to that accelerating move-
ment, and the Attorney General, in Schiles-
‘inger's assessment, recelves the credit that
hls detractors have refused to grant him,
5till, some of Robert Kennedy's admirers,
including Schlesinger, for their part have
not dlscussed the significance of the New
' Frontier's Jjudlicial appolnments with the
skepticnl detachment of Alexander Bickel in
his “Pollitics and the Warren Court.” Over-
all, however, Schlesinger's appronch to clvil
rights and other domestic Issues is distin-
gulshed by its clarity and balance. Indeed,
"his discusslon of economic policy provides
a model for any gencral exploration cf tech-
'nical questions. Most important, with
; marked restralnt Schlesinger shows conciu-

4 sively that Kennedy did get the country mov=

ing again. The accomplishments of Lyndon
Johuson rose from the strong foundations
Kennedy bulit, for Kennedy's celebrated style
twas no trick of public relations but the grace-
ful expression of a powerful mind, a powerful
person, and a powerful program, admirably
timed.
“Is there some principle of nature,” Rich-
‘ard Hofstadter asked In a question Schies-
inger quotes, "which requircs that we never
know the quality of what we have had untii
it is gone?” Perhaps. Those close to Ken-
‘nedy knew before that dreadful day in Dallas,
Many others did not. It Is the special tri-
| umph of Schlesinger's book that thoso who
read it, now or years from now, will kunow
the qunlity of Kennedy. They shoud then
conclude, with 8chicringer, that nbove all
I Kenggedy *gave the world for an imperlshable
i momel the vision of a leader who greatly
the terror and the hope, the
. diversity and the possibility, of life on this
i'planet and who made le look beyond
natlon and race to the future of humanity.”
‘m [ unu. then, it did not eomo to an end
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